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͞Your OwŶ GoddaŵŶ Idioŵ:͟ JuŶot Díaz’s traŶsliŶgualisŵ  
 
They say it came first from Africa, carried in the screams of the enslaved; that it was 
the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and another began; 
that it was a demon drawn into Creation through the nightmare door that was 
cracked open in the Antilles. Fukú americanus, or more colloquially, fukú—generally 
a curse or a doom of some kind; specifically the Curse and the Doom of the New 
World. Also called the fukú of the Admiral because the Admiral was both its midwife 
aŶd oŶe of its gƌeatest EuƌopeaŶ ǀiĐtiŵs; despite ͞disĐoǀeƌiŶg͟ the Neǁ Woƌld the 
Admiral died miserable and syphilitic, hearing (dique) divine voices. In Santo 
Domingo, the Land He Loved Best (what Oscar, at the end, would call the Ground 
)eƌo of the Neǁ WoƌldͿ, the Adŵiƌal͛s ǀeƌǇ Ŷaŵe has ďeĐoŵe sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith 
both kinds of fukú, little and large; to say his name aloud or even to hear it is to 
invite calamity on the heads of you and yours. 
 No matter what its name or provenance, it is believed that the arrival of the 
Europeans on Hispaniola unleashed the fukú oŶ the ǁoƌld, aŶd ǁe͛ǀe all ďeeŶ iŶ the 
shit ever since. (Díaz, Oscar Wao 1) 
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This is how it begins, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Junot Díaz͛s first novel and the 
American National Book Critics Circle Award and Pulitzer Prize winner of 2008. It is a 
beginning full of beginnings--the beginning of slavery and the New World, of genocide and 
conquest, the beginning of OsĐaƌ Wao͛s ďiogƌaphǇ. But it is also full of endings: the end of 
the indigenous Taino at the hands of Coluŵďus ;͞the Adŵiƌal͟Ϳ͛s troops, of Columbus 
himself, disgraced and crazy as he lay dying, of Oscar Wao, whose chronicle this is but 
ǁhose death ;͞at the end͟) is foretold here, and the end of the Manhattan skyline that 
Oscar and his never-to-be-girlfriend watch, several pages later, from the Jersey shore, in a 
tiŵe ďefoƌe GƌouŶd )eƌo ǁas GƌouŶd )eƌo aŶd hoŵelaŶd iŶseĐuƌitǇ hadŶ͛t ďeeŶ iŶǀeŶted 
yet.1 
  Pregnant with portent then, this beginning boldly and beautifully re-writes the 
history of the Western hemisphere in three doom-laden sentences. These are sentences for 
Euƌope͛s Đƌiŵes: its ĐoƌƌuptioŶ of AfƌiĐa aŶd AŵeƌiĐa, gƌouŶd zeƌo iŶdeed, oƌ terra nullius as 
the Europeans conceived of it, which was also paradise--Columbus writing in his letter of the 
fiƌst ǀoǇage that ͞Española is a ŵaƌǀel,͟ ŵoƌe ďeautiful thaŶ TeŶeƌife aŶd ͞filled ǁith tƌees 
of a thousaŶd kiŶds aŶd tall, aŶd theǇ seeŵ to touĐh the skǇ.͟ ;ϯϯͿ Like oldeŶ-day 
skyscrapers, perhaps, these trees are, like golden-days Manhattan before 9/11, or like the 
͞ǁoƌdsĐƌapeƌs͟ OsĐaƌ aŶd his Ŷ-t-b create as he courts her, unaware that she is his never-to-
be. (Oscar Wao 36) Española, of course, is Hispaniola is Haiti of tragic past and present, but 
it is also the Dominican Republic, where Oscar Wao and his author hail from. Before 
Coluŵďus ͞disĐoǀeƌs͟ it iŶ the Ŷoǀel as paƌt of the AŶtilles oŶ page oŶe, the islaŶd has 
alƌeadǇ ďeeŶ eǆploƌed iŶ the Ŷoǀel͛s epigƌaph, ǁhiĐh Đites Deƌek WalĐott͛s epiĐ poeŵ The 
Schooner Flight. Its Ŷaƌƌatoƌ “haďiŶe ͞had a souŶd ĐoloŶial eduĐatioŶ͟ ďut aŶ eǀeŶ souŶdeƌ 
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ŵeŵoƌǇ, ďaĐk to ͞ǁheŶ these sluŵs of eŵpiƌe ǁeƌe paƌadise.͟;Oscar Wao n.p.) Española as 
Utopia and dystopia then, no-place or this-nightmare-place.  
WalĐott͛s ŶaŵiŶg of the ŵélaŶge that is CaƌiďďeaŶ ideŶtitǇ, post CaliďaŶ͛s ĐoloŶial 
education, is perfect as an introduction to The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, whose 
narrator, name of Yunior, speaks to us in a translingual mix of scifi, Spanish, Elvish and 
English, languages and registers too heterogeneous to identify.2 Richard Patteson insists 
theƌefoƌe that the polǇphoŶǇ of Díaz͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ǀoiĐe ŵakes this Ŷoǀel a ƋuiŶtesseŶtiallǇ 
CaƌiďďeaŶ oŶe, ͞iŶ ǁhiĐh ŵultiple liŶguistiĐ aŶd Đultural origins combine with an imperative 
to ŵutate.͟;ϭϴͿ CoŶǀiŶĐiŶg as this is, to tƌǇ aŶd piŶ Wao down in this geo-literary way 
however is to miss--precisely—the fluidity and translingual, transnational ƌeaĐh of YuŶioƌ͛s 
voice, which connects the Caribbean with the growing diaspora of Latin@s in the United 
States and whose Spanish/English bilingualism renders it truly a voice of the Americas, 
plural. 
Bharati Mukherjee accordingly identifies Díaz, together with other immigrant writers 
like Edwidge Danticat and GaƌǇ “hteǇŶgaƌt, as aŶ eǆeŵplaƌ of AŵeƌiĐaŶ ͞liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ 
aƌƌiǀal,͟ foƌ ǁhoŵ ͞EŶglish is Ŷot the ŵotheƌ toŶgue aŶd ǁho haǀe Ŷo iŶteŶtioŶ of ǁilfullǇ 
eƌasiŶg theiƌ pƌeŵigƌatioŶ liŶguistiĐ aŶd histoƌiĐal iŶheƌitaŶĐe.͟ ;ϲϴϯ; ϲϴϭͿ BǇ ĐoŶtƌast ǁith 
immigƌaŶt ǁƌiteƌs of a ĐeŶtuƌǇ ago, ǁho ͞ǁeƌe gƌateful to the U“ foƌ asǇluŵ aŶd 
opportunities for self-ďetteƌŵeŶt͟ aŶd ǁho desiƌed ͞assiŵilatioŶ iŶto AŵeƌiĐa . . .  foƌ theiƌ 
US-ďoƌŶ offspƌiŶg,͟ Mukheƌjee aƌgues, the ǁƌitiŶg of these Ŷeǁ iŵŵigƌaŶts ͞eŵďƌaĐes 
broken narratives of disrupted lives, proliferating plots, outsize characters . . .  the fierce 
uƌgeŶĐǇ of oďsĐuƌe histoƌǇ [aŶd] the laŶguage fusioŶ ;“paŶglishͿ.͟;ϲϴϯͿ3 In the analysis of 
Díaz͛s tƌaŶsliŶgualisŵ that folloǁs, I shall highlight tǁo of the Đhaƌacteristics she identifies in 
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this ͞liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal:͟ ǁhat she Đalls ͞ďiliŶgual͟ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe disĐouƌse—which, in 
Oscar Wao is a complex hybrid of English, Spanish, and interjected words and phrases from 
artificial fantasy languages—and inherited trauma from the native country, which is 
iŵpoƌted iŶto the U“. These featuƌes of Díaz͛s Ŷoǀel aƌe, as ǁe shall see, iŶtiŵatelǇ ďouŶd 
up ǁith eaĐh otheƌ, ďeĐause the ǀeƌǇ ͞ďƌokeŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of disƌupted liǀes͟ Mukheƌjee ǁƌites 
aďout aĐĐuƌatelǇ desĐƌiďes the ďƌief ǁoŶdƌous life of OsĐaƌ Wao as ƌeŶdeƌed  iŶ YuŶioƌ͛s 
language-fusiŶg ǀoiĐe, ͞oďsĐuƌe histoƌǇ,͟ ͞pƌolifeƌatiŶg plot,͟ ͞outsize ĐhaƌaĐteƌ͟ aŶd all. 
 
͞;diƋueͿ:͟ tƌaŶsliŶgualisŵ aŶd tƌaŶsŶatioŶalisŵ iŶ the liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal  
 
The brief and wondrous life of Oscar Wao is told at breakneck speed in what appears to be 
an oral discourse, consisting in part of youth in-speak peppered with popular cultural 
ƌefeƌeŶĐes to faŶtasǇ aŶd sĐi fi ;͞“auƌoŶ͛s eǀil͟Ϳ, of AŵeƌiĐaŶ hip-hop eǆpƌessioŶs ;͞dude,͟ 
͞hoŵeďoǇ͟Ϳ, of allusioŶs to the WesteƌŶ ĐaŶoŶ ;͞House Atƌeus͟Ϳ aŶd of “paŶish slaŶg 
derived from the speech of Puerto Rican, Dominican, Cuban, and South American Americans 
;͞It͛s all tƌue, plataŶeƌos͟Ϳ ;ϭϱϲ, ϭϱϮ, ϭϱϱͿ.4 Yunior narrates the life of his friend as Nick 
CaƌƌaǁaǇ tells GatsďǇ͛s stoƌǇ, out of fasĐiŶatioŶ, iŶtƌigued as he is ďǇ the ǁoŶdƌousŶess of 
Wao͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to faŶtasǇ aŶd appalled as he also is ďǇ the tƌagiĐ ďƌeǀitǇ of OsĐaƌ͛s 
existence on planet earth. Lived under the long and dark historical shadow of the Dominican 
‘epuďliĐ͛s ŵost Ŷotoƌious diĐtatoƌ, ‘afael Tƌujillo ;ϭϵϯϬ-1961), this life is told in a highly 
fragmented ǁaǇ. As YuŶioƌ ďegiŶs to ƌealise just hoǁ ŵuĐh his fƌieŶd͛s uŶhappǇ stoƌǇ is 
interwoven with that of his mother, Beli, and grandfather, Abelard, both of whom suffered 
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under Trujillo, he discovers that his own hyper-sexual masculinity may have played a part in 
deteƌŵiŶiŶg OsĐaƌ͛s aǁful eŶd, ǁhiĐh ŵakes the telliŶg of it also aŶ aĐt of ĐoŶtƌitioŶ.5  
YuŶioƌ͛s disĐouƌse is Đoŵpleǆ aŶd ǀaƌiegated ďeĐause these aƌe Ŷo AŵeƌiĐaŶ-
oƌdiŶaƌǇ liǀes. He eĐhoes OsĐaƌ͛s ǀieǁ of DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ideŶtitǇ aŶd the alŵost uŶiŵagiŶable 
fusion of reality and fantasy that happens under the arbitrary yet absolute rule of a dictator: 
͞ǁho ŵoƌe sĐifi thaŶ us?͟ ;ϮϭͿ IŶ oƌdeƌ to ƌeŶdeƌ the ƌidiĐulous aŶd pƌeposteƌous as the 
ƌeal, YuŶioƌ͛s ŶaƌƌatioŶ thus Ŷeeds the Ŷuŵeƌous histoƌiĐal ;͞the ǁorld-famous Mirabal 
sisteƌs͟Ϳ aŶd iŶteƌteǆtual ;͞the ďƌief ǁoŶdƌous life of OsĐaƌ Wao,͟ foƌ staƌteƌsͿ ƌefeƌeŶĐes 
Díaz endows him with.6 He combines such readerly references, furthermore, with high and 
low cultural registers, standard and slang locutions, and creates new ones in the process. 
OfteŶ, suĐh a Đƌeatiǀe Ŷeǁoƌd fuses EŶglish ǁith “paŶish, as iŶ ͞if the pƌoĐuƌeŵeŶt of ass 
had ďeeŶ aŶǇ ŵoƌe ĐeŶtƌal to the Tƌujillato the ƌegiŵe ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ the ǁoƌld͛s fiƌst 
ĐuloĐƌaĐǇ,͟ ͞ĐuloĐƌaĐǇ͟ highlightiŶg the fantastical but also highly sexualized nature of El 
Jefe ;͞The Chief,͟ TƌujilloͿ͛s poǁeƌ. ;ϮϭϳͿ7  
At other times a single word, strategically placed by Díaz whilst sounding like a 
peƌfeĐtlǇ Ŷatuƌal iŶteƌjeĐtioŶ oŶ YuŶioƌ͛s paƌt, ĐaŶ ďƌiŶg a ǁoƌld of Đultural difference into 
the dominant English of Wao͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe disĐouƌse. Take, foƌ eǆaŵple, ͞;diƋueͿ͟ iŶ the 
opening extract above, which is instructive on the first page of a Dominican American novel: 
look it up iŶ the diĐtioŶaƌǇ aŶd Ǉou fiŶd ͞dike.͟ This Đan make some kind of sense in the 
ĐoŶteǆt of Coluŵďus͛s laŶdiŶg aŶd the ƋuestioŶ of ǁhat oƌ ǁho Đould possiďlǇ haǀe held 
ďaĐk the tide of EuƌopeaŶ ͞disĐoǀeƌǇ,͟ ďut iŶ the seŶteŶĐe ǁheƌe it oĐĐuƌs, aŵid ͞heaƌiŶg 
diǀiŶe ǀoiĐes,͟ it ŵakes Ŷo seŶse at all. Look further therefore, and find that the online 
Urban Dictionary giǀes ͞Dominican slang for ͚supposedly͛ or ͚so they say͛͟ aŶd that souŶds 
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right here. Whilst ͞fukú͟ ŵaǇ ďe a Díaz invention of obvious American English-gone-global 
derivation, the modest (in braĐketsͿ pƌeseŶĐe of ͞diƋue,͟ if ŵǇ theoƌǇ that it Đoŵes fƌoŵ 
the FƌeŶĐh ͞oŶ dit Ƌue͟ is ĐoƌƌeĐt, iŶtƌoduĐes fƌoŵ the ďegiŶŶiŶg a ǁoƌd of HaitiaŶ Đƌeole 
heritage into Dominican American writing.8  
This is sigŶifiĐaŶt, siŶĐe ŵuĐh of the Ŷoǀel͛s ƌepƌeseŶtation of Dominican racial 
politiĐs ƌeǀolǀes aƌouŶd the ͞taiŶt͟ of ďlaĐkŶess that is ĐoŶspiĐuouslǇ displaĐed oŶto 
Haitians and used as a race-and-class slur. In the familiar hierarchy of skin tone that is often 
called the pigmentocracy of the region, Haitians occupy the bottom rung. OsĐaƌ͛s sisteƌ Lola, 
for example, riles her mother in a restaurant in the Zona Colonial, where the waiters look 
down oŶ theŵ as outsideƌs, ďǇ telliŶg heƌ ͞theǇ pƌoďaďlǇ thiŶk Ǉou͛ƌe HaitiaŶ,͟ to ǁhiĐh 
Beli͛s ƌetoƌt is ͞la única haitiaŶa aĐƋuí eƌes tú, ŵi aŵoƌ͟ (the only Haitian here is you, darling 
(276)).9 ͞;diƋueͿ͟ thus oďliƋuelǇ does Đultuƌal aŶd politiĐal ǁoƌk at the leǀel of the Ŷoǀel͛s 
translingual discourse that its narrative belies, but cannot quite undo. 
AŶd ǁhat ͞taiŶts͟ people also ͞taiŶts͟ laŶguage: as V. N. VološiŶoǀ ǁƌote, ͞a word is 
the purest and most sensitive medium of social intercourse,͟ so that ͞the word functions as 
an essential ingredient accompanying all ideological creativity whatsoever.͟ ;ϭϰ-15)10 An 
understanding of all language as rooted in the social, specifically in human interaction, 
enables us to think of Díaz͛s deĐisioŶ to haǀe YuŶioƌ iŶteƌjeĐt ͞;diƋueͿ͟ iŶto his opeŶiŶg 
stateŵeŶt aďout the fukú that ƌepoƌtedlǇ fuĐked up OsĐaƌ Wao͛s life, iŶ a ǀeƌǇ particular 
way: as linguistic material that imports not just an alien shape and sound, but more 
importantly an ideological charge from another culture into the English textual 
environment. In so doing, Díaz makes a political intervention, in that he declares by 
implication his solidarity with Haiti and Haitian(s) in the very act of telling his Dominican 
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trauma story and with that tiny word. This is striking because, as the linguist John Lipski 
observes, ͞DoŵiŶiĐaŶs aƌe ƌeluĐtaŶt to adŵit aŶǇ iŶflueŶĐe,͟ Ǉet ͞populaƌ DoŵiŶiĐaŶ 
“paŶish ĐoŶtaiŶs deŵoŶstƌaďle HaitiaŶ tƌaĐes,͟ just as—we might add--Dominican people 
contain demonstrable traces of Haitian races too. (13)11  
Fear of contamination of standard languages by their colonially-produced creoles 
and fear of miscegenation have historically been intertwined, of course, and current US 
anxieties that hegemonic American English is threatened by the Spanish of new immigrants 
aƌe a diƌeĐt legaĐǇ of suĐh ŶiŶeteeŶth ĐeŶtuƌǇ fetishizatioŶ of puƌitǇ. Díaz͛s iŶseƌtioŶ of 
͞;diƋueͿ͟ iŶto his EŶglish seŶteŶĐe theƌefoƌe does Ŷot just sigŶal ĐautioŶ to the ƌeadeƌ, 
warning her and him of the speculative, hearsay nature of the story they are about to 
read—this is iŵpoƌtaŶt, ďut foƌ that puƌpose he Đould haǀe used ͞;so theǇ saǇͿ.͟12 Díaz͛s 
daƌiŶg is that the tƌaŶsliŶgual ǁoƌd ͞;diƋueͿ͟ iŶtƌoduĐes laŶguage-mixing, creolisation and 
with it miscegenation as a fundamental feature of his literary discourse, one that Anglo 
readers have to come to terms with if they really want to read him.  
This takes work, the kind of work that immigrants have to do as they learn the 
language of their new world.13 Díaz himself has said about this in interview that, having 
leaƌŶt EŶglish as aŶ iŵŵigƌaŶt Đhild, ͞theƌe͛s EŶglish aĐƋuisitioŶ aŶd theŶ theƌe͛s English 
aĐƋuisitioŶ, that theƌe is this alŵost eŶdless aƌƌaǇ of ǀeƌŶaĐulaƌs that Ǉou haǀe to piĐk up,͟ 
Ŷot just eǆpƌessioŶs oƌ aĐĐeŶts ďut also the liŶgo of spoƌts, TV, populaƌ ŵusiĐ, oƌ ͞ĐoŵiĐ 
books, fantasy, and science fiction [which] are like a very vibrant, alive, and very American 
laŶguage.͟ ;Díaz, Shook and Celayo 14) IŶ Díaz͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe disĐouƌse aŶd YuŶioƌ͛s ǀoiĐe, the 
American vernacular of references to comics, scifi and fantasy holds equal status with 
standard English, with high-cultural intertextuality and with Spanish words and phrases, 
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ǁhiĐh ďƌiŶg ǁhat Loƌi WeeŶ has Đalled a ͞LatiŶ feel͟ to the teǆtuƌe of his pƌose that does 
Ŷot, hoǁeǀeƌ, ďeĐoŵe ͞aŶ esseŶtializiŶg ŶotioŶ that alloǁs the ŵaƌket to Đategoƌize aŶd 
defiŶe a tǇpe of ǁƌitiŶg.͟ ;ϭϮϵͿ14 Rather, it does the opposite: in combination, conjugation 
and cohabitation these languages and registers become an idiolect, or as Díaz typically puts 
it, ďluŶtlǇ aŶd ĐleaƌlǇ: ͞Ǉouƌ oǁŶ goddaŵ idioŵ. You just Đƌeate this eŶtiƌe laŶguage, aŶd iŶ 
some ways it holds Ǉou togetheƌ.͟;Díaz, Shook and Celayo, 14).  
Díaz͛s ͞oǁŶ goddaŵŶ idioŵ͟ is so deŶselǇ laǇeƌed, so oƌigiŶal aŶd oďtƌusiǀe as to 
ƌeŵiŶd of ToŶi MoƌƌisoŶ͛s diĐtuŵ that ͞the ŵost ǀaluaďle poiŶt of eŶtƌǇ iŶto the ƋuestioŶ of 
cultural (or racial) distinction, the one most fraught, is its language—its unpoliced, seditious, 
ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶal, ŵaŶipulatiǀe, iŶǀeŶtiǀe, disƌuptiǀe, ŵasked aŶd uŶŵaskiŶg laŶguage.͟ 
;͞UŶspeakaďle ThiŶgs,͟ ϭϭͿ. MoƌƌisoŶ is aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ghost iŶ the ŵaĐhiŶe of ͞ĐƌeatiŶg a 
language that caŶ hold us togetheƌ͟ iŶ Oscar Wao, and here she draws particular attention 
to the political nature of certain kinds of culturally and/or racially marked vernaculars 
which, in their “taintedness,͟ ĐaŶ stage a ƌeǀolutioŶ iŶ poetiĐ laŶguage too.15  Díaz͛s pƌose in 
Wao shakes up hierarchies and forces you to look at words and worlds a different way: 
͞;diƋueͿ͟ iŵpliĐitlǇ ĐƌitiƋues DoŵiŶiĐaŶ disaǀoǁal of ďlaĐkŶess aŶd the ƌaĐial diǀisioŶ 
(mapped onto class) of two nations sharing the same island that comes with it. His ͞oǁŶ 
goddaŵŶ idioŵ͟ theƌefoƌe is Ŷot just a ǀehiĐle foƌ his politiĐal ageŶda, ďut the ǀeƌǇ 
substance of it.  
 And so, if Díaz does create a revolution in the poetics of immigrant writing, 
theŶ peƌhaps José Daǀid “aldíǀaƌ͛s ďold stateŵeŶt that ǁith the publication of Wao 
͞AŵeƌiĐaŶ liteƌatuƌe ĐhaŶged foƌeǀeƌ͟ ŵaǇ ďe less oǀeƌstated thaŶ it at fiƌst appeaƌs. ;͞José 
David Saldívar discusses,͟ ϭϳͿ IŶ his fiƌst ĐolleĐtioŶ of shoƌt stoƌies, Drown, he used Spanish 
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and youth-speak liberally, but advisedly, that is: ethnographically, much like European 
immigrants of the early twentieth century let their native language wander into their English 
sentence occasionally, when describing life in the old country.16 As a result, Drown is much 
easier on the monolingual eye, the more so as its appended glossary caters to the implied 
AŶglo ƌeadeƌ͛s desiƌe foƌ seŵaŶtiĐ tƌaŶspaƌeŶĐǇ.17 This Is How You Lose Her, his latest book, 
siŵilaƌlǇ aĐĐoŵŵodates that ƌeadeƌ, as YuŶioƌ͛s ǀoiĐe Ŷoǁ appeaƌs to haǀe settled doǁŶ iŶ 
a dominant English permitting only the occasional Spanish incursion. No such compromises 
are made in Wao, and this is what makes up its newness, its daring and its challenge to the 
ƌeadeƌ to keep up oƌ giǀe up. To see hoǁ aŶalǇsis of the teǆt͛s faďƌiĐ--even at the micro-
level of a single letter--can take us from translingual practice to trauma and hence back to 
Mukheƌjee͛s ͞liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal,͟ ǁe Ŷeed to ƌetuƌŶ to the Ŷoǀel͛s opeŶiŶg paƌagƌaph. 
We theŶ fiŶd that it is YuŶioƌ͛s ͞todologos͟ itself hat eŶaĐts the Ŷoǀel͛s ͞seditious, 
ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶal . . . ŵaskiŶg aŶd uŶŵaskiŶg͟ politiĐal ŵessage. ;ϮϭϰͿ18 
 
͞ďƌokeŶ liǀes, disƌupted Ŷaƌƌatiǀes:͟ the iŵpoƌtatioŶ of tƌauŵa 
 
Yunior wants to explain nothing less than how the U of Utopia—etymologically no-
place, but a paradisiĐal good plaĐe iŶ Thoŵas Moƌe͛s euphoŶiĐ ŶaŵiŶg of it as a fiĐtioŶal 
island in the Atlantic--became the U of the Untilles ;͞uŶtil ǁe ĐaŶ go to AŵeƌiĐa/ uŶtil the 
U“ ƌesĐues us͟Ϳ oƌ of ͞this uŶĐouŶtƌǇ͟ ;as Beli Đalls the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ elseǁheƌeͿ aŶd 
how it morphed into a dystopia, from Columbus onwards, where violence and terror reign. 
(259; 128) AloŶg the ǁaǇ, Díaz shoǁs hoǁ ‘afael Tƌujillo͛s diĐtatoƌship aŶd AŵeƌiĐaŶ 
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iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt iŶ the CaƌiďďeaŶ ŵake foƌ todaǇ͛s DoŵiŶiĐaŶs ďeĐoŵiŶg Ŷeǁ AŵeƌiĐaŶs, 
fleeing and having fled, themselves the offspring of Europeans and of slaves.19 These slaǀes͛ 
screams on page one, first sentence, announced the coming of the New World and are 
heaƌd iŶ OsĐaƌ Wao͛s faŵilǇ͛s saga still, as eaĐh geŶeƌatioŶ falls ǀiĐtiŵ to the terror and 
ǀioleŶĐe of Tƌujillo͛s heŶĐhŵeŶ aŶd theiƌ oǁŶ ďƌaǀelǇ ŵisguided defiaŶĐe of it, all iŶ the 
Ŷaŵe of loǀe. Just as Beli is ŶeaƌlǇ ďeateŶ to death ;͞like she ǁas a slaǀe͟Ϳ iŶ a ĐaŶefield aŶd 
tƌauŵatized foƌ life ďǇ Tƌujillo͛s thugs, so also is OsĐar first savagely assaulted and in the end 
shot ďǇ Tƌujillo͛s iŶdiƌeĐt heiƌs. ;ϭϰϳͿ These aƌe the heaǀies set oŶ hiŵ ďǇ ͞el ĐapitáŶ,͟ 
member of the secret police and lover of Ybón, a prostitute whom Oscar has fallen in love 
with. Something as ostensibly personal as love therefore is, in both cases, deeply political 
because the patriarchal, heterosexist and misogynistic ethos of the dictatorship seeps down 
iŶto pƌiǀate life aŶd tuƌŶs it toǆiĐ. OsĐaƌ dies iŶ a plaĐe ǁheƌe ͞the sŵell of the ƌipeŶiŶg ĐaŶe 
was unfoƌgettaďle,͟ ǁhiĐh olfaĐtoƌǇ ŵeŵoƌǇ takes us ďaĐk to Beli͛s ďeatiŶg, slaǀeƌǇ aŶd the 
fukú that ͞fiƌst Đaŵe fƌoŵ AfƌiĐa.͟ ;ϯϮϬͿ20 Because US complicity with DR barbarity is a time-
hoŶouƌed tƌaditioŶ, OsĐaƌ͛s status as a U“ ĐitizeŶ ŵakes Ŷo diffeƌeŶĐe at all: ͞the eŵďassǇ 
didŶ͛t help aŶd Ŷeitheƌ did the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt;͟ theƌe ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo U“ ƌesĐue iŶ the faĐe of a 
history of invasion (as Yunior reminds us, in 1917) and a present of restless, on-going 
migrancy. (323)  
That the US is no safe haven or refuge for any Dominican platanero/a is clear 
thƌoughout aŶd paƌt of Díaz͛s ƌeǀisioŶ of the old EuƌopeaŶ iŵŵigƌaŶt saga. “oŵeǁheƌe iŶ 
ďetǁeeŶ Beli͛s Ŷeaƌ-fatal ďeatiŶg that seŶds heƌ iŶ eǆile to ͞Nueďa Yol͟ aŶd OsĐaƌ͛s deŵise 
in the canefield, his eight year old sister Lola is sexually abused by a stranger back in New 
Jersey, but finds no solace at home. Instead Beli routinely beats her, repeating the violence 
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she herself had been helplessly subjected to in her youth. She has a ͞scar as vast and 
inconsolable as a sea͟ oŶ heƌ ďaĐk to ƌeŵiŶd us of ďoth heƌ Đhildhood as a ͞Đƌiada͟ ;oƌ 
ǀiƌtual slaǀeͿ iŶ the D‘ aŶd heƌ siŵilaƌitǇ to “ethe, the esĐaped slaǀe ŵotheƌ iŶ MoƌƌisoŶ͛s 
Beloved. (51) Since to discipline and punish is all the mothering she knows how to do, Beli 
eǀeŶtuallǇ seŶds Lola ďaĐk to the ͞uŶĐouŶtƌǇ͟ ǁheƌe the ĐǇĐle of ǀioleŶĐe ďegaŶ. ͟AŶd that 
is hoǁ I eŶded up iŶ “aŶto DoŵiŶgo,͟ Lola lateƌ eǆplaiŶs to YuŶioƌ. ;ϳϬͿ 
Díaz͛s faŵilies, ƌelatioŶships aŶd iŶdiǀiduals aƌe ƌiǀeŶ aŶd sĐaƌƌed aŶd, iŶ Beli͛s Đase, 
also sileŶĐed ďǇ tƌauŵa, so that YuŶioƌ͛s task iŶ pieĐiŶg this faŵilǇ saga togetheƌ is aŶ 
eǆeƌĐise of iŵagiŶatioŶ ;͞ǁho ŵoƌe sĐifi thaŶ us?͟ afteƌ allͿ as ŵuĐh as doĐuŵeŶtation.21 
Tƌauŵa iŶĐapaĐitates ĐoŶsĐious ŵeŵoƌǇ ďut aĐtiǀates its uŶĐoŶsĐious poǁeƌ, so that Beli͛s 
D‘ histoƌǇ, as YuŶioƌ desĐƌiďes it, ͞got slopped iŶto those ĐoŶtaiŶeƌs iŶ ǁhiĐh goǀeƌŶŵeŶts 
store nuclear waste, triple-sealed by industrial lasers and deposited in the dark, uncharted 
tƌeŶĐhes of heƌ soul.͟ ;ϮϱϴͿ Lola ǀoiĐes the haǀoĐ that diĐtatoƌship ǁƌeaks oŶ the souls of its 
ĐitizeŶs: ͞TeŶ ŵillioŶ Tƌujillos is ǁhat ǁe aƌe,͟ she saǇs to YuŶioƌ afteƌ OsĐaƌ͛s death, 
sǁeaƌiŶg ͞that she ǁould Ŷeǀeƌ ƌetuƌŶ to that teƌƌiďle ĐouŶtƌǇ.͟ ;ϯϮϰͿ AŶd so, ŵuĐh as 
Yunior tries to keep control of this narrative, there can be—as he repeatedly warns us-- no 
complete or reliable remembering in The Brief Life of Oscar Wao, only construction and 
reconstruction, with several páginas en blanco that can never be filled in, not with all the 
words in the world. Lola knows, and shows him, that broken relationships, thwarted lives, 
vanishing menfolk and abusive parenting are but new ways of living out the Dominican 
trauma—call it fukú—of heƌ paƌeŶts aŶd gƌaŶdpaƌeŶts: ͞if these Ǉeaƌs haǀe taught ŵe 
aŶǇthiŶg it is this: Ǉou ĐaŶ Ŷeǀeƌ ƌuŶ aǁaǇ. Not eǀeƌ. The oŶlǇ ǁaǇ out is iŶ.͟;ϮϬϵͿ  
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͞The oŶlǇ ǁaǇ out is iŶ͟ is aŶ adŵoŶishŵeŶt to ĐoŶfƌoŶt the past, ǁhiĐh is Ŷeǀeƌ left 
behind but always remains paƌt of the iŵŵigƌaŶt͛s ďaggage. Tƌauŵa is, as Isƌael )aŶgǁill 
kŶeǁ aŶd deŵoŶstƌated iŶ that supposedlǇ ŵost assiŵilatioŶist iĐoŶ of ͞old iŵŵigƌaŶt͟ 
writing, The Melting Pot (1907), not left behind in the Russia of Tsarist pogroms but 
imported to the United States along with the samovar and the siddur (the Hebrew 
pƌaǇeƌďookͿ. But if this is a poiŶt of ƌeseŵďlaŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ the liteƌatuƌe of ͞Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal͟ 
aŶd that of the ͞old iŵŵigƌaŶts,͟ it is oŶlǇ appaƌeŶtlǇ so: The Melting Pot plays itself out 
entirely on American soil, and if it addresses imported trauma as one of its themes, it is a 
minor one, serving mainly to highlight how the United States provides refuge from such 
trauma. Not so in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao where the US offers no escape; 
͞the oŶlǇ ǁaǇ out is iŶ͟ foƌĐes the ƌeadeƌ to gƌapple ǁith the Ŷoǀel͛s ͞uŶpoliĐed, seditious, 
ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶal, ŵaŶipulatiǀe, iŶǀeŶtiǀe, disƌuptiǀe, ŵasked aŶd uŶŵaskiŶg laŶguage͟ as a 
means of processing, working through its nightmarish twentieth century Dominican subject 
matter that makes itself felt in the United States and into the twenty first. Such working 
through has no redemptive function, however; it is, rather, an act of remembering and 
ƌeǀealiŶg ǁhat ‘aŵóŶ “aldíǀaƌ desĐƌiďes as ͞the ƌeleŶtless ďeatings, rapes, murders, 
tortures, and other lesser cruelties and gleeful sadisms perpetrated in the names of (say) 
loǀe, ethiĐs, ƌights, justiĐe oƌ fƌeedoŵ͟ uŶdeƌ aŶǇ diĐtatoƌship-- Tƌujillo͛s ŵassaĐƌe of 
Haitians in 1937 is an example. (595) 
Geoffrey HartmaŶ has ǁƌitteŶ that ͞as a speĐifiĐ liteƌaƌǇ eŶdeaǀouƌ tƌauŵa studǇ 
eǆploƌes the ƌelatioŶ of ǁoƌds aŶd ǁouŶds,͟ aŶd I aŵ suggestiŶg that Díaz does the saŵe iŶ 
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. (259) In Dominican history he does not have to look 
far: that saŵe ŵassaĐƌe ǁhiĐh ǁas Tƌujillo͛s ŵost deteƌŵiŶed effoƌt at ethŶiĐ ĐleaŶsiŶg, 
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reputedly (dique) hinged on a single ǁoƌd: ǁhoeǀeƌ Đould Ŷot pƌoŶouŶĐe ͞peƌejil͟ iŶ the 
Dominican way (that is: with a Spanish rolling R instead of the French/Creole guttural one) 
was killed.22 Oƌ take the ǁoƌds ͞lo sieŶto,͟ iŶ the iŶteŶselǇ paiŶful-to-read passage where 
Beli, ͞her bra slung about her waist like a torn sail,͟ eǆaŵiŶes heƌ ďƌeasts aŶd asks Lola, 
͞Don’t you feel that? . . . Coño, muchacha, stop looking at me and feel,͟ ǁheƌeupoŶ heƌ 
daughter duly feels aŶd saǇs ͞Lo siento.͟;ϱϯͿ23 PoigŶaŶt heƌe is Beli͛s ďƌash iŶjuŶĐtioŶ ;͞foƌ 
fuĐk͛s sake, giƌl͟Ϳ foƌ Lola to feel, not the breastful of motherly love but the lump that spells 
ĐaŶĐeƌ, aŶd ŵoƌe so the daughteƌ͛s ƌespoŶse ;͞I feel it͟Ϳ that is also ͞I͛ŵ soƌƌǇ,͟ ďoth 
ĐoŶtaiŶed iŶ the “paŶish ͞lo sieŶto.͟ The ĐaŶĐeƌ iŶ Beli͛s ďƌeast, eƌstǁhile so ŵagŶifiĐeŶt a 
ďƌeast ͞oŶlǇ a poƌŶogƌapheƌ oƌ a ĐoŵiĐ-book artist could have designed . . . with a clear 
ĐoŶsĐieŶĐe,͟ eǀokes the ĐaŶĐeƌ that eats aǁaǇ at the utopia, ĐoƌŶuĐopia of the AŶtilles, ͞the 
fƌesh, gƌeeŶ ďƌeast of the Ŷeǁ ǁoƌld͟ Fitzgeƌald ǁƌote aďout at the eŶd of The Great 
Gatsby. (92)  
IŶ addƌessiŶg ;͞the oŶlǇ ǁaǇ out is iŶ͟Ϳ ŵassaĐƌe at the ŶatioŶal aŶd ĐaŶĐeƌ at the 
peƌsoŶal leǀel of iŶteƌtǁiŶed histoƌies, Díaz Ŷot oŶlǇ suggests that ͞the “paŶish ĐoŶƋuest 
has disrupted the Edenic society instead of creating oŶe,͟ as EŵilǇ “hiflette ǁƌites, ďut he 
also inscribes the trauma (the wound) of both at the material level of the word. (10) His 
oƌigiŶalitǇ Đoŵes iŶto ǀieǁ if ǁe Đoŵpaƌe it to Edǁidge DaŶtiĐat͛s pƌose, ǁhiĐh deals ǁith 
similar traumatic histories and likewise brutalized people, but in a much more conventional 
style, that is: in standard English with a few words of Creole thrown in that are almost 
always translated.24 His writing is so powerful and so original not because of what is being 
told (much of that, Hemingway-like, goes under the surface) but by virtue of how it is done, 
with the Spanish and the fantasy and scifi references and the high-literary intertextuality all 
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forming part of the linguistic texture of the novel that resonates, reverberates even, with 
other stories, histories, and meanings, like some kind of textual unconscious yet to be 
discovered. Critics like Daniel Bautista, Tim Lanzendörfer, T.S. Miller and A.O. Scott 
furthermore convincingly argue that allusions and references to fantasy, comic book and 
sĐieŶĐe fiĐtioŶ ;of ǁhiĐh I kŶoǁ less thaŶ zeƌoͿ iŶ Díaz͛s Ŷoǀel aƌe ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs igŶoƌaďle 
add-ons, but function as a third language besides English and Spanish, resonating with 
denotative and connotative meanings. Lanzendörfer goes so far as to suggest that the 
Ŷoǀel͛s faŶtasǇ ƌefeƌeŶĐes aƌe ͞ŵoƌe suďǀeƌsiǀe͟ thaŶ the pƌeseŶĐe of “paŶish is to those 
who do not know it, and that without knowledge of the popular cultural references Díaz so 
liberally endows YuŶioƌ͛s ŶaƌƌatioŶ ǁith, ǁe pƌoďaďlǇ aƌeŶ͛t ͞ƌeallǇ gettiŶg it.͟ ;ϭϯϲͿ  
Mere awareness of what those references refer to however is not enough, since 
reading Wao is not a simple exercise in decoding, but really one of interpretation, as perusal 
of The Annotated Guide to the Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, compiled online by a 
person or persons called Kim, demonstrates.  In an Introduction to the resource Kim 
eǆplaiŶs hoǁ ƌeadiŶg the Ŷoǀel ͞ǁas eǆtƌeŵelǇ sloǁ goiŶg siŶĐe I Ŷeeded ŵǇ laptop ŶeaƌďǇ 
the entire time, with Wikipedia, Google, and Google translate open . . . unless I wanted to 
ŵiss out oŶ half of the stoƌǇ,͟ ǁhiĐh oĐĐasioŶed the idea of a ǁeď-based commentary. (n.p.) 
Kiŵ doesŶ͛t tell us ǁhether the information this Wikipedia-like, crowd-sourced attempt at 
exegesis provides really enabled a better understanding of Wao͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe, ďut the many 
coŶtƌiďutoƌs͛ ĐoŵŵeŶts to the aŶŶotated Oscar Wao suggest that Díaz has a distinctive 
fanbase of fantasy, scifi and comics lovers who enthusiastically shine their light oŶ the teǆt͛s 
many occlusions. The Annotated Guide to the Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao connects 
you to a community of readers who are only too glad to share their specialist knowledge 
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;͞OsĐaƌ Wao is all aďout eŵďƌaĐiŶg Ǉouƌ iŶŶeƌ geek, ƌight?͟ Kiŵ asks ƌhetoƌiĐallǇͿ so Ǉou 
quickly realise you are not alone in grappling with Díaz͛s tƌaŶsliŶgualisŵ aŶd ŵultifaƌious 
references (many of which do not even announce themselves as such in the text). This is 
Ƌuite Ŷoǀel aŶd ƌaƌe iŶ the studǇ of ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ liteƌatuƌe aŶd the ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ͛s 
coverage is quite exhaustive: it runs to no fewer than 67 pages.   
Despite ĐoŶtaiŶiŶg a gƌeat deal of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ to eluĐidate the Ŷoǀel͛s ŵaŶǇ ďuƌied 
references ;͞AŶaĐaoŶa ǁas a TaiŶo ƋueeŶ;͟ ͞‘oďoteĐh is aŶ ϴϱ-episode adaptation of three 
diffeƌeŶt aŶiŵe teleǀisioŶ seƌies͟Ϳ the guide͛s ultiŵate usefulŶess iŶ ƌeallǇ helpiŶg us 
understand Wao͛s translingual dimensions and their radical semantic implications is 
douďtful. KŶoǁiŶg ǁhat ͞jojote͟ ŵeaŶs does Ŷot iŵpƌoǀe ŵǇ ƌeadiŶg all that ŵuĐh; iŶ faĐt, I 
have already forgotten its translation, though not the word itself nor its derogatory 
connotation, which prompted me to look it up in the first place. And this—retention of the 
͞foƌeigŶ͟ ǁoƌd, its look, its souŶd, its feel iŶ the ŵouth as I, aŶ AŶglo speakeƌ, ŶeaƌlǇ Đhoke 
trying to pronounce it—is suƌelǇ the poiŶt of Díaz͛s ŵultiliŶgual, ŵultiĐultuƌal, oŵŶiǀoƌous 
writing. Really reading translingual literature means letting the words do their own thing; 
translation will not do. And neither will explication suffice: that ͞Daƌkseid͟ ƌefeƌs to ͞a 
fiĐtioŶal ĐhaƌaĐteƌ that appeaƌs iŶ ĐoŵiĐ ďooks puďlished ďǇ DC CoŵiĐs͟ is oŶe thiŶg, ďut 
such a point of information becomes meaningful only when read creatively, with eyes and 
eaƌs opeŶ to the look aŶd souŶd of that ǁoƌd. ;ϱͿ If ǁe adopt ‘eed WaǇ DaseŶďƌoĐk͛s useful 
distinction between intelligibility (translation, denotation) and meaningfulness (signification, 
resonance) then Darkseid becomes interesting, as it rhymes and chimes with the dark side 
of the history of the Americas that Díaz is excavating here, in his examination of the Trujillo 
dictatorship and other forces of terror, stretching all the way back to Columbus. 
Furthermore, as T.“. Milleƌ ǁƌites, ͞the ƌeal sigŶifiĐaŶĐe lies iŶ Díaz͛s juǆtapositioŶ of sf ǁith 
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otheƌ disĐouƌses;͟ Ǉou ĐaŶ fiŶd allusioŶs to Melǀille͛s BaƌtleďǇ side ďǇ side ǁith Asiŵoǀ aŶd 
will have to think of the ramifications of them appearing together when figuring out what it 
all might mean. (94) Reading Junot Díaz, the mind boggles. 
And this, too, fits in with the notion of trauma writing. Aitor Ibarrola-Armendariz 
refers to real-life tƌauŵa ǁheŶ she ideŶtifies the ͞sluggishŶess aŶd uŶaǁaƌeŶess ǁith 
which . . . Đatastƌophes eŶteƌ the ĐoŶsĐiousŶess of those affliĐted;͞ she highlights Díaz͛s 
ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ iŶ Ŷot just appeasiŶg ͞the ghosts that still hauŶt . . . the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ diaspoƌa͟ 
ďut also ͞ŵakiŶg ƌeadeƌs iŶ faƌaǁaǇ ŶatioŶs . . . leaƌŶ to eŵpathise ǁith and to transform 
theiƌ peƌĐeptioŶ of theiƌ ͚tƌauŵatized ĐoŶditioŶ͛ thƌough aƌt.͟;ϭϰϱͿ If, as ǁe saǁ aďoǀe, this 
is not a redemptive function of the text but rather a political, consciousness-raising one, it –
like the online annotated guide to the novel—has a democratic effect: because Díaz, as 
‘uŶe GƌauluŶd ǁƌites, ͞iŵpleŵeŶts a politiĐs of eǆĐlusioŶ, aĐtiǀelǇ foƌĐiŶg his ƌeadeƌs to 
aĐĐept that paƌts of his teǆt ǁill likelǇ ƌeŵaiŶ iŶdeĐipheƌaďle to theŵ,͟ he paƌadoǆiĐallǇ 
achieves a kind of inclusion at the same time.  His wide and diverse range of allusion flatters 
many readers, from self-identified sci fi nerds to literature buffs through to young Latin@s 
and readers in other parts of the world, who recognize the parallels between Nazi and Stasi, 
Ton Ton Macoutes and SIM.25  
 
 
The Ŷeǁ iŵŵigƌatioŶ aŶd Díaz͛s ͞goddaŵŶ idioŵ͟ 
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If ǁe Ŷoǁ ƌetuƌŶ to Mukheƌjee͛s ͞liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal͟ aŶd its depaƌtuƌe fƌoŵ the 
conventions of immigrant American literature of old, we can see that in its insistence on 
transnational continuities (rather than new beginnings), the importation and re-enactment 
of trauma (rather than leaving sorrow behind), and the need to confront the troublesome 
history of the old country (rather than to adapt to the new) The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 
Wao is a tale of a Ŷeǁ kiŶd of ͞Ŷeǁ͟ AŵeƌiĐaŶs. Paƌt of theiƌ ŶeǁŶess is that theǇ iŶsist theǇ 
were always already Americans (pace Columbus)--even if not previously resident in the 
UŶited “tates. Mukheƌjee͛s ƋuestioŶ, ͞hoǁ eǆaĐtlǇ does the iŵŵigƌant absolutely 
ƌeŶouŶĐe[s] heƌ eaƌlieƌ self, heƌ fidelitǇ to faŵilǇ histoƌǇ aŶd laŶguage ͚ǁithout aŶǇ ŵeŶtal 
ƌeseƌǀatioŶ of puƌpose of eǀasioŶ?͛͟ as the oath of ŶatuƌalizatioŶ deŵaŶds, is of Ŷo ĐoŶĐeƌŶ  
for Díaz and his characters: they simply refuse any such renunciation. (681) In a further 
departure from the old literature of American immigration, they do not believe that the US 
provides any kind of refuge from suffering either and they see no scope or hope for 
fulfilment of some exceptionalist dream.  
As if eĐhoiŶg Mukheƌjee͛s oǁŶ Ŷoǀel of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal, Jasmine, in which the US border 
is no barrier against transnational violence, in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 
torturers live side by side with the refugees who tried to escape them and they are as 
welĐoŵe iŶ the U“ as is theiƌ ǀiĐtiŵs͛ Đheap laďouƌ. Of the CapitáŶ, ageŶt of OsĐaƌ͛s deŵise 
and well-ǀeƌsed iŶ all kiŶds of toƌtuƌe, YuŶioƌ ǁƌites: ͞I kŶoǁ this guǇ ǁell. He has faŵilǇ iŶ 
Queens and every Christmas he brings his cousins bottles of Johnnie Walkeƌ BlaĐk.͟ OsĐaƌ͛s 
protest that he is an American citizen and therefore has rights is, as we saw earlier, futile: 
the capitán simply counters that he is an American citizen too, with Yunior adding, to 
highlight the ďitteƌ iƌoŶǇ of this faĐt, ͞MotheƌfuĐkeƌ eǀeŶ had fiƌst ǁoƌld teeth.͟ ;ϮϵϱͿ AŶǇ 
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illusioŶ that DoŵiŶiĐaŶs ŵigƌate to the U“ foƌ safetǇ oƌ a ďetteƌ life is shatteƌed iŶ Díaz͛s 
ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ of the pƌoĐess. It is ǀioleŶĐe aŶd poǀeƌtǇ ;͞the ŵiŶd ďoggliŶg poǀeƌtǇ,͟ fouƌ 
times repeated, on page 277) that drive Dominicans to the US--and pull them back again: 
͞the oŶlǇ ǁaǇ out,͟ afteƌ all, ͞is iŶ.͟  
There are real-life corollaries to this back-and-forth movement and the refusal to 
renounce native allegiance. With the 1965 Hart-Celler Immigration Reform Act and the re-
eleĐtioŶ of JoaƋuíŶ Balagueƌ͛s ƌight ǁiŶg ƌegiŵe iŶ the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ a Ǉeaƌ lateƌ, 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶts of ďoth ĐouŶtƌies ͞saǁ eŵigƌatioŶ as a ǁaǇ to dissipate thƌeateŶiŶg politiĐal 
tensions, i.e. to get rid of dissidents and to eliminate an excess of unneeded unskilled 
ǁoƌkeƌs,͟ Floƌes ǁƌites. ;ϭϭͿ Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, Jose ItzigsohŶ aŶd Caƌlos Doƌe-Cabral observe in 
theiƌ studǇ of DoŵiŶiĐaŶs iŶ the U“ that theǇ ͞ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ hold oŶ stƌoŶglǇ to theiƌ ŶatioŶal 
ideŶtitǇ͟ aŶd ͞soĐialize ŵaiŶlǇ ǁith otheƌ DoŵiŶiĐaŶs,͟ just as YuŶioƌ aŶd his fƌieŶds do iŶ 
Oscar Wao. (243; 233) Young people of the second generation do show their 
tƌaŶsĐultuƌatioŶ iŶ that theǇ ͞adopt the hip-hop style of African-American and Puerto-Rican 
ǇouŶgsteƌs,͟ Ǉet the peƌĐeŶtage of DoŵiŶicans who are naturalized and have become US 
citizens by choice is low, the sociologists write. (240; 233) New communications 
technologies, affordable air travel and the proximity of the Caribbean enable frequent 
contact between the two countries as well as regular visits, so that Dominican American 
lives and identities are far more transnational than were those of the immigrants of old.26  
All this—real-life tƌaŶsŶatioŶal ŵigƌatioŶ aŶd its ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ iŶ Díaz͛s ǁoƌk—
therefore is a far cry from the American immigration of a century ago. Its literature was 
primarily concerned with the differences between Old and New worlds, the exigencies of 
learning English and adapting to the American way of life, and was in important respects a 
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ƌespoŶse to the AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ ŵoǀeŵeŶt͛s feƌǀeŶt deŵaŶd that iŵŵigƌaŶts ďe ŵade 
over into bona fide Americans in the shortest time possible.27 The Brief Wondrous Life of 
Oscar Wao inverts all tropes of immigrant literature as we know or might imagine it; it has 
no sentimentality or nostalgia for the homeland nor does it enthuse about American 
education or curry favour with its readers by relating the difficulties of migrant existence. 
IŶstead of eŵďƌaĐiŶg oƌ ďeiŶg deeplǇ disillusioŶed ǁith it, Díaz͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ƌadiĐallǇ 
decentres the United States: most of the narrative is set in the DR, whereas life in New 
Jersey is taken for granted and represented as normal, or even mundane.  
AgaiŶ, a siŶgle ǁoƌd of Díaz͛s foƌgiŶg, ͞Doŵo,͟ eŶĐapsulates all this: ĐleaƌlǇ its look 
aŶd souŶd eǀoke the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ, ďut ŵoƌphologiĐallǇ theƌe is aŶ eĐho of ͞hoŵe͟ 
;fƌoŵ the LatiŶ ͞doŵus͟Ϳ too. ;ϭϴϬͿ YuŶioƌ ƌefeƌs to OsĐaƌ ǁith this teƌŵ, Ǉet the home of 
the ͞hoŵeďoǇ͟ of its ŵeaŶiŶg is suƌelǇ the UŶited “tates. ͞Doŵo͟ thus Đollapses ďoth 
ŵeaŶiŶgs iŶto a siŶgle ǁoƌd, sigŶifǇiŶg ͞DoŵiŶiĐaŶ AŵeƌiĐaŶ, like ŵe.͟ This is iŵpoƌtaŶt to 
Ŷote, ďeĐause ͞Doŵo͟ oĐĐuƌs ǁith ƌefeƌeŶĐe to OsĐaƌ iŶ the ǀeƌǇ passage that explains how 
Wao got his weird name:  
Who the hell, I ask Ǉou, had eǀeƌ ŵet a Doŵo like hiŵ? . . . I ĐouldŶ͛t ďelieǀe hoǁ 
much he looked like that fat homo Oscar Wilde, and I told him so. . . Melvin said, 
Oscar Wao, quién es Oscar Wao, and that was it, all of us started calling him that. . . 
And the tragedy? After a couple of weeks, dude started answering to it. (180)  
Much is compacted into these lines, too much to unravel here—certainly with regard to the 
oppressive definition of Dominican masculiŶitǇ that helps to deteƌŵiŶe OsĐaƌ Wao͛s 
uŶhappǇ deŵise. ‘eŵeŵďeƌ Mukheƌjee͛s ŵeŶtioŶ of ͞outsize ĐhaƌaĐteƌs͟ as oŶe of the 
ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs of the ͞liteƌatuƌe of Ŷeǁ aƌƌiǀal;͟ heƌe ǁe see hoǁ the oǀeƌǁeight OsĐaƌ de 
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Léon, renowned for his nerdy knowledge of all things fantasy and scifi, but also for his 
eǆĐessiǀelǇ, eĐĐeŶtƌiĐallǇ foƌŵal speeĐh ;͞she is oƌĐhidaĐeous,͟ ͟I aŵ laĐkiŶg iŶ 
pulĐhƌitude͟Ϳ gaiŶs the ŶiĐkŶaŵe OsĐaƌ Wilde, HispaŶiĐallǇ pƌoŶouŶĐed ͞Wao,͟ aŶd 
becomes the butt of a homophobic, translingual auƌal joke. ;ϯϱ; ϭϳϲͿ OsĐaƌ͛s DoŵiŶiĐaŶ 
masculinity, already questionable since he is still a virgin at this point, is further put in doubt 
heƌe: his use of elaďoƌate, LatiŶate laŶguage feŵiŶizes hiŵ, so that ͞Doŵo͟ Đoŵes to ƌhǇŵe 
ǁith ͞hoŵo͟ iŶ this passage—if not in the end.28   
In drawing such ostensibly wild and random transhistorical and transatlantic, 
transcultural parallels as these, which point us to Wilde or Fitzgeƌald͛s GatsďǇ as easilǇ as to 
H.P. Lovecraft, or Stephen King, Toni Morrison or Maƌǀel CoŵiĐs, Díaz͛s ŶeǁŶess Đoŵes to 
the foƌe: YuŶioƌ͛s Ŷaƌƌative voice is unlike any other and the language that voice forges out 
of dispaƌate paƌts is ďǇ tuƌŶs hilaƌious, ŵoƌdaŶtlǇ saƌĐastiĐ, poetiĐ ;͞she had heƌ gloǀes iŶ 
one hand like a crumpled bouquet͟Ϳ oƌ Đƌude ;͞did he eǀeƌ thuŵď heƌ Đlit?͟Ϳ, ďut alǁaǇs 
startling in its jarring disjunctiveness and eye-hooking originality. (37; 40) Far from wanting 
to prove his American credentials, as the immigrant writers of the twentieth century tended 
to do, Díaz is interested in making connections across culture and across the world. His 
implied reader, who is a Spanish/English bilingual devoted to Tolkien, Alan Moore and 
Fantastic Four, yet also on familiar terms with Beloved, the American Modernists and the 
longueurs of ͞those nightmare eight-a.m. MLA panels͟ is Ŷeǁ, so new that s/he may not 
even fully exist yet. (299) His English, mixed-up registers and all, is new and his Spanish is 
new and the combination, apparently effortlessly transposed from speech into writing, is 
nothing like you have ever read before. It makes for a potent literary language, like Zora 
Neale HuƌstoŶ͛s, oƌ that of Maƌk TǁaiŶ ďefoƌe heƌ aŶd “aliŶgeƌ͛s HoldeŶ Caulfield siŶĐe. But 
22 
 
with this difference: no concessions are made to the monolingual reader. Add to this a 
minimalist approach to punctuation, so that dialogue and narrative discourse dike-lessly 
(dique) flow into each other, in the same way that Spanish and English appear 
undifferentiated, fontwise, on the page and you have a recipe for highly unlikely success. 
That the unlikely happened all the same is—paradoxically--due, I thiŶk, to Díaz͛s 
uncompromising stance on his creative practice and on the kinds of readers he wants to 
reach. These, he has said in interview, are people like his fƌieŶds, ǁho ͞aƌe Ŷot iŶteƌested iŶ 
Heideggeƌ:͟ 
I feel I͛ŵ Ŷot . . . a Ŷatiǀe iŶfoƌŵeƌ. I doŶ͛t eǆplaiŶ Đultuƌal thiŶgs, ǁith italiĐs oƌ ǁith 
exclamation or with side bars or asides. I was aggressive about that because . . .so 
many Latinos and black writers . . . are writing to white audiences . . . If you are not 
ǁƌitiŶg to Ǉouƌ oǁŶ people, I͛ŵ distuƌďed aďout ǁhat that saǇs aďout Ǉouƌ 
relationship to the community you are in one way or another indebted to. You are 
only there to loot them of ideas, and words, and images so that you can coon them 
to the dominant group. (Díaz, Céspedes and Torres-Saillant 903; 900) 
That fiŶal phƌase, iŶ ǁhiĐh the ͞lootiŶg͟ of ideas aŶd the ͞ĐooŶiŶg͟ of theŵ to aŶ iŵpliĐitlǇ 
white public are indicative, again, of Díaz͛s suďjeĐt positioŶ as a peƌsoŶ of Đoloƌ, highlights 
his awareness of the exploitative power-relations that have blighted earlier African 
AŵeƌiĐaŶ aŶd ͞ethŶiĐ͟ ǁƌiteƌs iŶ cultural production and reception. Lourdes Torres has 
desĐƌiďed Díaz͛s ǁƌitiŶg as ͞gƌatifǇiŶg the ďiliŶgual ƌeadeƌ,͟ ďeĐause he does Ŷot tag his 
Spanish words as foreign, leaves them untranslated and often uses the kinds of slang that 
cannot be found in a dictionary anyway. (83) If she is ƌight iŶ oďseƌǀiŶg that ͞ǁheŶ ƌeadiŶg 
texts by cultural others, mainstream readers expect to gain access to other worlds, not to be 
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ŵade aǁaƌe of theiƌ liŵitatioŶs͟ theŶ cultural outsiders like me (presumably) should feel 
affronted by The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. (82) YuŶioƌ͛s ŶaƌƌatioŶ reminds us of 
our ignorance on every other page, and takes no prisoners when it comes to pointing that 
out and rubbing it in (͞For those of you who missed your mandatory two seconds of 
DoŵiŶiĐaŶ histoƌǇ…͟). (2) Distancing, or even alienating your readers is not normally a 
stratagem for success, yet Díaz has a canny explanation for the perverse logic of the literary 
marketplace: ͞TheǇ͛ƌe so happǇ to Đlaiŵ ŵe as liteƌatuƌe ďeĐause it ŵakes theŵ all look 
ďetteƌ. TheǇ doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to ƌelegate me to areas of ethnic studies. . . . The suggestion seems 
to ďe ͚You͛ƌe oŶe of us Ŷoǁ.͛ . . .They want me mainstream.͟( Díaz, Céspedes and Torres-
Saillant 905)  
True as this may be, and much as Díaz likes to attribute his success to luck rather 
than talent, the idea that the liberal establishment is merely out to flatter itself by being so 
͞iŶĐlusiǀe͟ aŶd so sigŶed up to ͞diǀeƌsitǇ͟ as to ƌeǁaƌd--what Rune Graulund calls--͞the 
ƌhetoƌiĐal puŶĐhes aŶd kiĐks seƌǀed to the ƌeadeƌ͟ ǁith pƌize afteƌ aǁaƌd after glowing 
review, underplays the impact Oscar Wao in particular has had on how we read—and may 
well write in future. (46) Like MoƌƌisoŶ͛s Beloved, it sets its own standard for how it wants to 
be read, making demands on, but not intimidating the reader. Whatever the literary 
signification of all the popular and elite intertextual references may be, their cultural effect 
is one of levelling: you can consider yourself just as much an expert reader of The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao if you can cite chapter and verse from The Lord of the Rings or 
Watchmen as Ǉou ĐaŶ if Ǉou ͞get͟ Díaz͛s submerged homage to Toni Morrison, as Kiŵ͛s 
online annotated guide demonstrates. And so the bilingual Spanish/English reader is at an 
advantage, the popular culture reader on familiar territory and the literary reader, likewise, 
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has privileged entry to the text: nobody is completely excluded whilst everyone still has to 
do some work.  
This makes of Oscar Wao a tale of transnational and translingual migration that 
blows all the cherished myths of American identity--from dream to self-invention to 
bootstrap mobility--to smithereens. And my point is that it does this through its language, 
its ͞unpoliced, seditious, iŶǀeŶtiǀe, disƌuptiǀe…͟ etcetera textual practice that connects 
everything with anything and everybody with another, regardless of creed, colour, or 
previous condition of servitude or migration status. None of the usual clichés about 
͞iŵŵigƌaŶt͟ oƌ ͞ethŶiĐ͟ oƌ Ǉes, eǀeŶ ͞ŵultiĐultuƌal͟ ǁƌitiŶg peƌtaiŶ here, because The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is less about narrative than about style—style not as in no-
substance style, but as in medium-is-message style, stripping literariness (whatever that is) 
down to its linguistic and therefore (pace VološiŶoǀͿ soĐial ďase, ǁhiĐh is laŶguage as the 
material of political and cultural signification. As Geoffrey Hartman elaborates of his earlier 
ǁouŶd/ǁoƌd Ŷeǆus: ͞stǇle ŵeaŶs distƌessiŶg the ǁoƌd, distuƌďiŶg its souŶd-shape and 
semantic stability, marking it individually, even if the result is not only a remarkably rich 
ǀeƌďal teǆtuƌe, ďut also a Ŷot alǁaǇs ƌesolǀaďle aŵďiguitǇ oƌ pluƌisigŶifiĐaŶĐe.͟ (260) 
We may therefore conclude that it is fƌoŵ the liŶguistiĐ ĐoŵpositioŶ of YuŶioƌ͛s 
narration all else follows, so that politics in this novel is articulated not just, in Jose David 
“aldíǀaƌ͛s ǁoƌds, ͞as aŶ aesthetiĐ pƌaĐtiĐe͟ ďut ĐƌuĐiallǇ as a translingual aesthetic practice 
that works with the distressed word, the ambiguity, the plurisignificance of languages-in-
contact.(18) Díaz͛s teǆtual politiĐs of oĐĐlusioŶ thus ĐoŶǀeƌge seamlessly with the revisionist, 
fukú-ed up history of the Americas he presents in the opening scene of the Brief Wondrous 
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Life of Oscar Wao, beginning with Columbus ͞heaƌiŶg diǀiŶe ǀoiĐes͟--but ending with  
YuŶioƌ͚s mixed-up, messed-up and all-too-human one.  
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
1 See Amy Kaplan for astute reflection on the political meanings of these by now well-worn 
phrases. 
2 The teƌŵ ͞tƌaŶsliŶgual͟ is ĐoŶtested aŶd its ŵeaŶiŶgs ǀaƌǇ aŵoŶg liteƌaƌǇ sĐholaƌs aŶd 
between literary critics and theorists of creative writing. I use it here not in the sense of a 
teǆt ǁƌitteŶ iŶ the authoƌ͛s ŶoŶ-Ŷatiǀe laŶguage ;“teǀeŶ KellŵaŶ͛s ͞tƌaŶsliŶgualisŵ͟Ϳ oƌ iŶ a 
ŵiǆ of laŶguages ;Lauƌet͛s ͞ŵultiliŶgualisŵ͟Ϳ, ďut I folloǁ BƌuĐe HoƌŶeƌ et al.͛s foƌŵulatioŶ 
aŶd take ͞a tƌaŶsliŶgual appƌoaĐh to ŵultiliŶgual ǁƌitiŶg͟ iŶsofaƌ as I aŵ iŶteƌested iŶ the 
creative conflicts and convergences that languages-in-contact can produce.  
3 Mukherjee here uncritically adopts the standard, exceptionalist but historiographically 
outdated narrative of European immigrants of the turn of the twentieth century 
enthusiastically assimilating to the US and the American way of life; see for a critique of this 
view for example Jacobson, Special Sorrows and Roots Too and Lauret. 
4 Rune Graulund provides an insightful analysis of the effect of this rhetorical direct address 
to the reader.  
5 Several critics have speculated on YuŶioƌ͛s ŵotiǀatioŶ foƌ telliŶg OsĐaƌ͛s life stoƌǇ. ‘iĐhaƌd 
PattesoŶ foƌ eǆaŵple suggests that YuŶioƌ ͞ǁaŶts to saǀe his oǁŶ soul͟ ;ϭϱͿ; EŵilǇ “hiflette 
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aƌgues that YuŶioƌ seeks to ƌepƌeseŶt his fƌieŶd͛s life as ͞ǁoŶdƌous͟ iŶ oƌdeƌ to ͞atoŶe foƌ 
his compliĐitǇ iŶ OsĐaƌ͛s death͟ ;ϰͿ. BǇ faƌ the ďest ĐƌitiĐal aŶalǇsis of YuŶioƌ͛s ŵotiǀatioŶ is 
EleŶa MaĐhado “áez͛s ͞DiĐtatiŶg Desiƌe, DiĐtatiŶg Diaspoƌa: JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief Wondrous 
Life of Oscar Wao as FouŶdatioŶal ‘oŵaŶĐe,͟ ǁhiĐh posits that he hiŵself is the real, if 
underlying, subject of the narrative. 
6 The Ŷoǀel͛s title plaǇs oŶ that of HeŵiŶgǁaǇ͛s shoƌt stoƌǇ ͞The “hoƌt HappǇ Life of FƌaŶĐis 
MaĐoŵďeƌ͟ aŶd oŶ the Ŷaŵe of OsĐaƌ Wilde; the Miƌaďal sisteƌs aƌe ďoth histoƌiĐal aŶd 
intertextual: they were involved in the resistance to Trujillo, they figure in Mario Vargas 
Llosa͛s The Feast of the Goat aŶd looŵ laƌge iŶ Julia Alǀaƌez͛s In the Time of the Butterflies 
(1994). 
7 DaŶiel Bautista ǁƌites that Díaz Đƌeates ͞a tƌiĐkǇ ďut iŵpƌessiǀe hǇďƌid foƌŵ͟ to Đapture 
what Mónica HaŶŶa Đalls ͞the alŵost uŶďelieǀaďle Ŷatuƌe of the histoƌiĐal ƌealitǇ of the 
DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ.͟ ;Bautista 52; Hanna 503). 
8 CƌitiĐal opiŶioŶ ǀaƌies as to ǁhetheƌ ͞fukú͟ is a Ŷeologisŵ. José Daǀid “ald thiŶks Díaz 
invented it, as do I, but Ashley Kunsa, pace Michele Wucker, quite persuasively relates it to 
͛͞el fuĐú de ColóŶ͛͟ ;the Đuƌse of ColuŵďusͿ ͛͞thought to Đoŵe fƌoŵ laŶguages spokeŶ iŶ 
Togo, Nigeƌia, aŶd “ieƌƌa LeoŶe͛͟ aŶd thus hailiŶg diƌeĐtlǇ fƌoŵ AfƌiĐa, as iŶ Oscar Wao͛s 
openiŶg seŶteŶĐe. ; “aldíǀaƌ, ͞CoŶjeĐtuƌes͟ ϭϮϱ; KuŶsa ϮϮϮ Ŷ.ϲͿ Diǆa ‘aŵíƌez ďǇ ĐoŶtƌast 
ǁƌites that ǁe ͚͟ĐaŶŶot ďe suƌe of the ǁoƌd͛s pƌoǀeŶaŶĐe, ďut Olliz BoǇd also ĐoŶŶeĐts it to 
fufu, fufú, and juju,͟ ǁidelǇ used iŶ the AŵeƌiĐas to ƌefeƌeŶĐe ŵagiĐ. ;ϯϵϯͿ To add to the 
confusion, Díaz himself mentions, in an interview with Edwidge Danticat, a book-length 
poem by Yevgeny Yevtushenko entitled Fukú!, which was reportedly inspired by a visit to 
the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ. ;DaŶtiĐat, ͞JuŶot Díaz͟ ϵϬͿ AŶǇ ǁhiĐh ǁaǇ, I think the most 
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iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌesoŶaŶĐe is ǁith ͞fuĐk;edͿ UP,͟ ǁhiĐh is ǁhǇ I desĐƌiďe it as a Ŷeologisŵ iŶspiƌed 
by American English.  
9 AshleǇ KuŶsa adds to this that Beli͛s ƌetoƌt uses the dispaƌagiŶg teƌŵ ͞HaitiaŶ͟ heƌe less iŶ 
the literal sense of dark skiŶ ďut iŶ the ŵetaphoƌiĐal oŶe of ͞aĐtiŶg HaitiaŶ.͟ ;ϮϭϳͿ. 
10 Italics original. VološiŶoǀ͛s iŵpoƌtaŶĐe foƌ the theoƌǇ of ǁhat Lauƌet Đalls ͞ǁaŶdeƌǁoƌds͟ 
oƌ ͞heteƌoliŶgualitǇ͟ iŶ EŶglish-language texts is further developed in Wanderwords. 
11 On race in the DomiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ iŶ ƌelatioŶ to Haiti aŶd Díaz͛s ǁoƌk see Jose ItzigsohŶ 
and Carlos Dore-Cabral; Kunsa; Ramírez; Shifflette and especially Torres-Saillant. 
12 Many critics and Díaz himself, who is a prodigious commentator on his own work, have 
observed how interjections such as this, as well as footnotes and metatextual remarks on 
the pƌoĐess of ǁƌitiŶg OsĐaƌ͛s ďiogƌaphǇ, aƌe desigŶed to uŶsettle the authoƌitǇ of YuŶioƌ͛s 
narrative voice. See for example the comparison of writers with dictators in Oscar Wao itself 
in footnote 11 (96-7) and critics Patteson and Sáez. See also Jay   and the Díaz interview with 
MeghaŶ O͛‘ouƌke.  
13 I find it incomprehensible therefore that Michiko Kakutani the New York Times critic 
wrote of Wao͛s laŶguage that it is ͞a soƌt of stƌeetwise brand of Spanglish that even the 
ŵost ŵoŶoliŶgual ƌeadeƌ ĐaŶ easilǇ iŶhale.͟ 
14 GƌauluŶd eĐhoes this iŶ saǇiŶg that ͞all of these ƌegisteƌs aƌe deeŵed of eƋual 
iŵpoƌtaŶĐe.͟ ;ϯϱͿ. 
15 Morrisonian references hark back to Beloved aŶd iŶĐlude a desĐƌiptioŶ of La IŶĐa as ͞heƌ 
oǁŶ ďest thiŶg,͟ foƌ eǆaŵple, a ďaďǇ ͞stagiŶg a ĐoŵeďaĐk͟ aŶd ƌatheƌ ŵoƌe ĐƌudelǇ, iŶ 
ƌelatioŶ to Beli͛s ƌage: ͞if theƌe had ďeeŶ a ďaďǇ ŶeaƌďǇ she ǁould haǀe thƌoǁŶ that too.͟ 
(74, 252, 115) 
16 For examples of such ethnographic heterolinguality see Lauret. 
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17 The title of the Spanish translation of Drown is Los Boys, which should have been the 
English title too since it is much more effective in rendering the bilingual, bicultural world of 
Dominican American youth.  
18 ͞Todologos͟ is a fusioŶ of “paŶish ͞todo;sͿ͟ ;allͿ aŶd Gƌeek ͞logos͟ ;ǁoƌdͿ, uŶeǆplaiŶed 
aŶd uŶtƌaŶslated iŶ the Ŷoǀel. I use it heƌe to deŶote Díaz͛s oŵŶiǀoƌous liŶguistiĐ appetite, 
ǁhat ǁe ŵight also puŶŶiŶglǇ Đall his ͞glottoŶǇ.͟  
19 Torres-Saillant writes about the US seeking formal recognition of the Dominican new 
ƌepuďliĐ fƌoŵ its iŶĐeptioŶ iŶ ϭϴϰϰ iŶ oƌdeƌ to ͞pƌeǀeŶt ͚the fuƌtheƌ spƌead of Ŷegƌo 
iŶflueŶĐe iŶ the West IŶdies͛͟ iŶ the ǁoƌds of “eĐƌetaƌǇ of “tate JohŶ C. CalhouŶ. ;ϭ27) 
20 A kiŶd of slaǀeƌǇ, YuŶioƌ ƌeǀeals, still eǆists iŶ the ͞Đƌiadas͟ aŶd ͞ƌestaǀeks͟ he sees oŶ his 
visits home, house servants who are bought and sold for room and board. (253) 
21 YuŶioƌ͛s ŶaƌƌatioŶ is uŶdeƌǁƌitteŶ ďǇ leŶgthǇ footŶotes ďut also shot thƌough with 
metatextual references to writing, reconstruction, storytelling, audiorecording, gaps, 
sileŶĐes, ͞págiŶas eŶ ďlaŶĐo͟ aŶd eǀeŶ aŶ iŶǀitatioŶ to the ƌeadeƌ to ͞staƌt the laugh tƌaĐk 
aŶǇ tiŵe Ǉou ǁaŶt.͟ ;ϭϳϭͿ “ee also HaŶŶa aŶd O͛‘ouƌke as ǁell as “undaram on this issue. 
22 The ǁoƌd ͞peƌejil͟ hoǁeǀeƌ is Ŷot foƌegƌouŶded iŶ the teǆt, ďut ďuƌied iŶ a footŶote oŶ 
page 225. 
23 ItaliĐs oƌigiŶal; this is Lola͛s ŶaƌƌatioŶ, iŶ the seĐoŶd peƌsoŶ: ͞I feel it, you say, too loudly. 
Lo siento.͟ 
24 See Danticat, The Dew Breaker. 
25 The Dominican secret service under Trujillo, Servicio Inteligencia Militar.  
26 Díaz ŵeŶtioŶs ǀisitiŶg ͞ƌegulaƌlǇ͟ hiŵself iŶ ͞Wƌiteƌs aŶd Aƌtists “peakiŶg.͟ ;ϱϵͿ 
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27 A ĐlassiĐ of this ͞old iŵŵigƌaŶt͟ ǁƌitiŶg is, foƌ eǆaŵple, MaƌǇ AŶtiŶ͛s The Promised Land. 
Foƌ aŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of the tƌopes of the geŶƌe see WeƌŶeƌ “olloƌs͛ eǆĐelleŶt iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ to 
the PeŶguiŶ editioŶ aŶd Lauƌet͛s ƌeadiŶg of The Promised Land in Wanderwords. (67-94) 
28 Oscar is rescued redeemed for the cause of hypersexualized Dominican masculinity by his 
relationship with the prostitute Ybón, which costs him his life at the end of the novel. 
 
Works cited  
 
 
Alvarez, Julia. In the Time of the Butterflies. Chapel Hill, N.C.: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 
1994. Print. 
Antin, Mary. The Promised Land. [1912] New York: Penguin, 1997. Print. 
Armendariz, Aitor Ibarrola-. ͞The BuƌdeŶ of the Old CouŶtƌǇ͛s HistoƌǇ oŶ the PsǇĐhe of 
Dominican-American Migrants.͟ Trauma in Contemporary Literature: Narrative and 
Representation. Eds. Marita Nadal and Mónica Calvo. London: Routledge, 2014. 134-
47. Print. 
Bautista, DaŶiel. ͞CoŵiĐ Book ‘ealisŵ: Foƌŵ aŶd GeŶƌe iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief Wondrous 
Life of Oscar Wao.͟ Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts 21. 1 (2010): 41-55. Web. 28 
November 2015. 
Céspedes, Diógenes, Silvio Torres-Saillant and Junot Díaz. ͛͞FiĐtioŶ is the Pooƌ MaŶ͛s 
Cinema:͛ An Interview with Junot Díaz.͟ Callaloo 23.3 Dominican Republic Literature 
and Culture (Summer 2000): 892-907. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Columbus, Christopher. ͞Letter to Luis Santangel, Regarding the First Voyage.͟ [1493] 
Norton Anthology of American Literature Volume A, seventh edition. Eds. Nina Baym 
et al. New York: W. W. Norton 2007. 32-3. Print. 
30 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Danticat, Edwidge. The Dew Breaker. New York: Alfred A. Knopf 2004. Print. 
------------------------. ͞JuŶot Díaz.͟ Bomb 101 (Fall 2007): 89-90, 92-95. Web. 28 November 
2015. 
DaseŶďƌoĐk, ‘eed WaǇ. ͞IŶtelligiďilitǇ aŶd MeaŶiŶgfulŶess iŶ MultiĐultuƌal Liteƌatuƌe iŶ 
EŶglish.͟ PMLA 102.1 (Jan. 1987): 10-19. 
Díaz, Junot. Drown. London: Faber and Faber, 1996. Print. 
--------------. Los Boys traducción Eduardo Lago. Barcelona: Debols!llo, 2009. Print. 
--------------. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. London: Faber and Faber, 2008. Print. 
--------------. This Is How You Lose Her. New York: Riverhead, 2012. Print. 
--------------. ͞Wƌiteƌs aŶd Aƌtists “peakiŶg oŶ the FƌoŶtieƌ.͟ Review: Literature and Arts of the 
Americas. 30 (1997): 59. Web. 28 November 2015. 
--------------. David Shook, and Armando Celayo. ͞In Darkness We Meet: A Conversation with 
Junot Díaz.͟ World Literature Today 82.2 (Mar.-April 2008): 12-17. Web. 28 
November 2015. 
Fitzgerald, F. Scott. The Great Gatsby. [1925] Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000. Print.  
Flores, Danielle E. ͞JuŶot Díaz͛s Drown as Neopicaresque: Picaros, Half-Outsiders, and the 
Dominican Diaspora.͟ HoŶoƌs “eŶioƌ Thesis, Fordham University 2013. 
Graulund, Rune. ͞GeŶeƌous EǆĐlusioŶ: ‘egisteƌ aŶd ‘eadeƌship iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the U.S. 39. 3 (Fall 
2014): 31-48. Print. 
Hanna, Mónica. ͛͞‘easseŵďliŶg the FƌagŵeŶts:͛ BattliŶg Histoƌiogƌaphies, CaƌiďďeaŶ 
DisĐouƌse, aŶd Neƌd GeŶƌes iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ 
Callaloo 33.2 (Spring 2010): 498-520. Web. 28 November 2015. 
31 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Hartman, Geoffrey. ͞Tƌauŵa WithiŶ the Liŵits of Liteƌatuƌe.͟ European Journal of English 
Studies 7.3 (2010): 257-74. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Hemingway, Ernest. ͞The “hoƌt HappǇ Life of FƌaŶĐis MaĐoŵďeƌ.͟ The Complete Short 
Stories of Ernest Hemingway. New York: Scribner, 1987. Web. 28 November 2015. 
HoƌŶeƌ, B., M. Lu, J. J. ‘oǇsteƌ aŶd J. Tƌiŵďuƌ. ͞LaŶguage DiffeƌeŶĐe iŶ WƌitiŶg: toǁaƌds a 
TƌaŶsliŶgual AppƌoaĐh.͟ PMLA 129.4 (2014) 167-9. 
Itzigsohn, Jose and Carlos Dore-Cabral. ͞CoŵpetiŶg IdeŶtities? ‘aĐe, EthŶiĐitǇ aŶd 
Panethnicity among Dominicans in the United States.͟ Sociological Forum 15.2 (Jan. 
2000): 225-47. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Jacobson, Matthew Frye. Roots Too: White Ehnic Revival in Post-Civil Rights America. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006. 
--------------------------------. Special Sorrows: the Diasporic Imagination of Irish, Polish and 
Jewish Immigrants in the United States. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2002. 
Jay, Paul. ͞JuŶot Díaz Redefines Macho: an interview with the author of the Pulitzer Prize 
winning novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ In These Times April 14, 2008. 
Web. 28 November 2015. 
Kakutani, Michiko. ͞Tƌaǀails of aŶ OutĐast.͟ The New York Times September 4, 2007. Web. 
28 November 2015. 
Kaplan, Amy. ͞HoŵelaŶd IŶseĐuƌities: ‘efleĐtioŶs oŶ LaŶguage aŶd “paĐe.͟ Radical History 
Review 85 (Winter 2003): 82-93. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Kellman, Stephen G. The Translingual Imagination. Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2000. 
32 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Kim. The Annotated Oscar Wao: Notes and Translations for The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 
Wao by Junot Díaz. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Kunsa, Ashley. ͞HistoƌǇ, Haiƌ, aŶd ‘eiŵagiŶiŶg ‘aĐial Categoƌies iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 54.2 (2013): 
211-24. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Lanzendörfer, Tim. ͞The Maƌǀelous HistoƌǇ of the DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘epuďliĐ iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The 
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ MELUS 38.2 (Summer 2013): 127-42. Web. 28 
November 2015. 
Lauret, Maria. Wanderwords: Language Migration in American Literature. New York:  
Bloomsbury, 2014. Print. 
LipskǇ, JohŶ M. ͞The ‘ole of the CitǇ iŶ the FoƌŵatioŶ of “paŶish AŵeƌiĐaŶ DialeĐt )oŶes.͟ 
Pennsylvania State University, 1-17. PDF file. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Llosa, Mario Vargas. The Feast of the Goat. New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2001. 
Milleƌ, T.“. ͞PƌeteƌŶatuƌal Naƌƌatiǀes aŶd the LeŶs of GeŶƌe FiĐtioŶ iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟  Science Fiction Studies 38 (2011): 92-114. Web. 28 
November 2015. 
Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Alfred Knopf, 1987. Print. 
-------------------. ͞Unspeakable Things, Unspoken: the Afro-American Presence in American 
Liteƌatuƌe.͟ Michigan Quarterly Review (Winter 1988): 1-34. 
Mukheƌjee, Bhaƌati. ͞IŵŵigƌaŶt WƌitiŶg: ChaŶgiŶg the CoŶtouƌs of a NatioŶal Liteƌatuƌe.͟ 
American Literary History 23.3 (2011): 680-96. 
--------------------------. Jasmine. New York: Fawcett Crest, 1989. 
O͛‘ouƌke, MeghaŶ. ͞The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao: questions for Junot Díaz.͟ Slate 
8 November 2007. Web. 28 November 2015.  
33 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Patteson, Richard. ͞Teǆtual TeƌƌitoƌǇ aŶd Naƌƌatiǀe Poǁeƌ iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ ariel: a review of international english literature 42.3-
4 (2012): 5-20. 
Ramírez, Dixa. ͞Gƌeat MeŶ͛s MagiĐ: ChaƌtiŶg HǇpeƌŵasĐuliŶitǇ aŶd “upeƌŶatuƌal DisĐouƌses 
of Poǁeƌ iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ Atlantic Studies: 
Global Currents 10.3 (2013): 384-405. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Sáez, Elena Machado. ͞DiĐtatiŶg Desiƌe, DiĐtatiŶg Diaspoƌa: JuŶot Díaz͛s The Brief Wondrous 
Life of Oscar Wao as Foundational Romance.͟ Contemporary Literature 52.3 (Fall 
2011): 522-56. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Saldívar, José David. ͞CoŶjeĐtuƌes oŶ ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶitǇ͛ aŶd JuŶot Díaz͛s ͚Fukú AŵeƌiĐaŶus͛ iŶ 
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ The Global South 5.1 (Spring 2011): 120-36. 
--------------------------. ͟José Daǀid “aldíǀaƌ disĐusses ͛JuŶot Díaz: a sǇŵposiuŵ,͛͟ CC“‘E 
Stanford University (Fall 2012): 17-20. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Saldívar, Ramón. ͞HistoƌiĐal FaŶtasǇ, “peĐulatiǀe ‘ealisŵ, aŶd PostƌaĐe AesthetiĐs iŶ 
Contemporary American Fiction.͟ American Literature 23.3 (Fall 2011): 574-99. Web. 
28 November 2015. 
“Đott, A.O. ͞DƌeaŵiŶg iŶ “paŶglish.͟ ‘eǀieǁ of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by 
Junot Díaz. New York Times September 30, 2007. Web. 28 November 2015. 
“hifflette, EŵilǇ A. ͞The Noǀel MezĐlada: “uďǀeƌtiŶg ColoŶialisŵ͛s LegaĐǇ iŶ JuŶot Díaz͛s The 
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ UŶiǀeƌsitǇ of TeŶŶessee HoŶoƌs Thesis 2010.  
“uŶdaƌaŵ, “iǀakuŶaƌ “. ͞FilliŶg the BlaŶk Pages iŶ The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.͟ ϭ-
21. Web. 28 November 2015. 
34 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Torres, Lourdes. ͞In the Contact Zone: Code-Switching “tƌategies ďǇ LatiŶo/a Wƌiteƌs.͟ 
MELUS 32: 1 In the Contact Zone: Language, Race, Class, and Nation (Spring 2007): 
75-96. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Torres-“aillaŶt, “ilǀio. ͞The TƌiďulatioŶs of BlaĐkŶess: “tages iŶ DoŵiŶiĐaŶ ‘aĐial IdeŶtitǇ.͟ 
Latin American Perspectives 25.3 Race and National Identity in the Americas (May 
1998): 126-46. Web. 28 November 2015. 
VološiŶoǀ, V.N. Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge, Mass. and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1986. Print. 
Walcott, Derek. The Schooner Flight. The Poetry Foundation. Web. 28 November 2015. 
Ween, Lori. ͞Translational Backformations: Authenticity and Language in Cuban American 
Liteƌatuƌe.͟ Comparative Literature Studies 40.2 (2003): 127-41. Web. 28 November 
2015. 
Yevtushenko, Yevgeny. Fukú! n.p.: Collets 1987. Print. 
Zangwill, Israel. The Melting Pot. [1921] Project Gutenberg 2007. Web. 28 November 2015. 
 
